Summary
Crossbred yearling steers (2,015 head) were fed at a commercial feedyard near Larned, Kansas, to evaluate the effects of feeding Optaflexx™ at 0 or 200 mg ractopamine-HCl per steer daily for the final 29 days on feed. Steers were fed a common diet, based on steam-flaked corn, throughout their finishing period. Cattle that were fed Optaflexx™ had heavier final bodyweights (1264 vs. 1236 lb). Optaflexx™-fed cattle gained 17.9% faster (carcass adjusted basis) and tended to consume more feed during the last 29 days on feed. Feed efficiency was 14% better during the last 29 days for the Optaflexx™-fed steers. Feeding Optaflexx™ increased carcass weight by 19.7 lb and increased carcass weight gained during the last 29 days on feed by 11.2 lb. There were more liver abscesses for the control steers (19.7%) than for Optaflexx™-fed steers (13.5%). Quality grade was not affected by feeding Optaflexx™. There was a decrease in USDA Yield Grade 2 carcasses (49.6 vs. 54.8%) and an increase in USDA Yield Grade 4 carcasses (3.3 vs 1.7%) when cattle were fed Optaflexx™. Performance of the steers from the time that they were sorted into their treatment pens until slaughter (98 days) was improved by feeding Optaflexx™ during the last 29 days on feed. For the full 98-day period, daily gain was 8% greater for steers fed Optaflexx™ vs. control, feed intake was greater for the steers fed Optaflexx™, and feed efficiency was moderately improved (3.3%). Steers that received Optaflexx™ gained 6.4% more bodyweight during the 98-day feeding period. These data show that addition of Optaflexx™ into finishing diets fed to steers is beneficial, increasing bodyweight and carcass gain and improving conversion of feed to beef without affecting USDA quality grade.
Introduction
Within the last year, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration approved Optaflexx™ for addition to feedlot cattle diets during the final 28 to 42 days on feed. Optaflexx™ is the trade name for the compound ractopamine-HCl, a β-agonist that attaches to β-1 receptors located primarily on muscle fibers, stimulating muscle growth. Responses to Optaflexx™ have been measured as increases in live-weight gain, carcass weight gain, gain efficiency, and carcass yield. The present study was conducted to determine if these responses could be achieved under commercial cattle-feeding conditions.
Procedures
Two thousand fifteen yearling steers (891 lb reimplant bodyweight) were fed at a commercial feedyard near Larned, Kansas, to evaluate the effect on finishing performance and USDA Quality and Yield Grade of feeding Optaflexx™ for the last 29 days of the feeding period. Groups of cattle were sorted into their treatment pens at initial processing (six replications) or reimplantation (two replications). All cattle received a terminal implant (Component ® TE-S with Tylan; average days on terminal implant was 92) the day they were sorted into their treatment pens. At reimplantation or initial processing, cattle were split into treatment groups on the basis of the order of processing, such that even-numbered cattle were placed into one group and odd-numbered cattle were placed into another. Each group had been pre-assigned to a treatment and pen. Cattle that were sorted into the Optaflexx™ group were given an eartag that was a different color and contained a different lot number than the eartags of the control cattle. The number of cattle within a pen ranged from 91 to 206 steers. There were eight replications of each treatment.
An average of 29 days before the projected slaughter date, cattle were removed from their pens and weighed as a group. Feeding Optaflexx™ started on this day and was continued until the cattle were shipped for slaughter. Diets (Table 1) were formulated to provide 0 or 200 mg per day of ractopamine-HCl (0 or 2 g/day of Optaflexx™) for control and Optaflexx™ groups, respectively. Feed additives, including Rumensin, Tylan, and Optaflexx™, were added by using a microingredient machine, and separate trucks were used for mixing and delivering each experimental diet to prevent the possibility of cross contamination. Throughout the experiment, cattle identified as sick were treated in accordance with standard operating procedures of the feedlot. Cattle identified as bullers were sorted and removed from the home pens and placed into a buller pen. Total weight of each pen was measured at 1) reimplant/initial processing time, 2) the start of Optaflexx™ feeding, and 3) immediately before shipping to a commercial slaughter facility in Emporia, Kansas.
Results and Discussion
Optaflexx™ was incorporated into the diets an average of 29 days before shipping the cattle to a commercial slaughter facility. The Optaflexx™ steers had slightly heavier initial bodyweights (1155 vs. 1142 lb for Optaflexx™ and control, respectively, Table 2 ) and had heavier final bodyweights, whether bodyweight was measured live or calculated as hot carcass weight divided by a common 63.5% dress. Optaflexx™ increased rate of gain by 17.9% (calculated using carcass weights). Even though the Optaflexx™-fed steers had a tendency for greater feed consumption during the last 29 days on feed, they had a 13.9% improvement in feed efficiency during that time. Bodyweight gain was 15.5 lb greater for Optaflexx™-fed cattle during Optaflexx™ feeding. Optaflexx™ increased hot carcass weight 19.7 lb and total pounds of carcass accumulated 11.2 lb. Feeding Optaflexx™ did not influence dressing percentage. Control steers had a dressed yield of 63.9%, compared with 64.0% for Optaflexx™ steers. The incidence of liver abscesses was greater for control cattle than for those fed Optaflexx™. Quality grade was not affected by feeding Optaflexx™.
There was a decrease in the percentage of USDA Yield Grade 2 carcasses and an increase in percentage USDA Yield Grade 4 carcasses for cattle fed Optaflexx™.
There were 2,006 steers that finished the study. There were no cattle that died during the time that Optaflexx™ was fed. The only cattle that were removed from the study were buller steers. The incidence of bullers was not statistically different between treatments (6 for control and 3 for Optaflexx™).
The data from the last 29 days of the feeding period (the days that Optaflexx™ was fed) suggest that feeding 200 mg/steer daily of ractopamine-HCl enhanced performance of finishing steers. Overall performance (reimplant to slaughter, Table 4 ) was better for steers fed Optaflexx™. Calculated over a 98-day feeding period, Optaflexx™-fed steers gained 8% faster, also consuming 0.8 lb more feed daily, which led to a modest improvement in total finishing-period feed efficiency of 3.3%.
Incorporating Optaflexx™ into finishing diets in a commercial feedyard during the last 29 days on feed improved live-weight gain and gain efficiency similar to that claimed by the manufacturer. Furthermore, carcass quality grade was not affected by feeding Optaflexx™. These data show that dressing percentage was not affected by Optaflexx™. The carcasses of steers fed Optaflexx™ contained more fat than carcasses from steers not fed Optaflexx™. Optaflexx™ is an effective feed additive for improving steer performance when fed in commercial feedyards. 
